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TALES OF THORN AND SHADOW

The Beast of Hollowmere

A desperate woman enters a bargain with a scarred recluse and discovers the monster haunting Hollowmere Manor may be the only man she can trust.

The House of Sleeping Roses

When a cursed estate falls asleep for one night each year, its reluctant heiress must uncover the truth before she becomes the next victim of the manor's dark magic.

The Wolf of Briarwood

A healer ventures into forbidden woods and finds herself drawn to the feared guardian who may be protecting the village from something far worse than wolves.

Ashes of Ravenshire

After inheriting a ruined estate, a disgraced noblewoman forms an uneasy alliance with a dangerous lord whose secrets could destroy them both.

The Snow Queen's Bargain

To save her family, a determined woman strikes a bargain with the heir to a frozen kingdom and discovers that some hearts are colder than winter itself.

The Swan Bride

When a mysterious stranger arrives from the lake at moonrise, a young woman becomes entangled in an ancient curse tied to forgotten swan magic.

The Twelve Midnight Dances

As the women of Rosegrave Manor vanish night after night, an heiress and a disgraced historian must uncover the secret hidden beyond the manor's midnight doors.

The Lord of Blackthorn Hall

A young archivist accepts a position at an isolated estate and soon discovers that some locked rooms were sealed for very good reasons.
Table of Contents

Chapter 1: The Inheritance

Chapter 2: The First Night

Chapter 3: The Library

Chapter 4: What the Garden Knows

Chapter 5: The Cellar and the Stones

Chapter 6: Evening in the Library

Chapter 7: The South-Wing Passage

Chapter 8: The Locked Room

Chapter 9: Closer

Chapter 10: What the Diaries Say

Chapter 11: Trust

Chapter 12: The Language of the Spring

Chapter 13: Clocks and Corridors

Chapter 14: What He Carries

Chapter 15: The Eve of the Sleeping

Chapter 16: The Sleeping Night Begins

Chapter 17: Into the Sleeping

Chapter 18: What Returns

Chapter 19: The Truth of the Curse

Chapter 20: What Remains

Chapter 21: What the Roses Know

Chapter 22: The House of Living Roses

BONUS SCENE: THE NIGHT BETWEEN

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Inheritance
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The solicitor's letter arrived on a Tuesday, which Eleanor Rosegrave had always considered the least trustworthy day of the week.

She read it three times in the kitchen of her Edinburgh flat, standing in her coat because she hadn't yet decided whether to stay. The words did not change. Her grandmother was dead. Rosegrave Manor, in the county of Northumbria, was hers. And there was a condition.

She must visit before the autumn full moon. She must decide whether to accept the inheritance by then. After that date, the estate would pass to a distant cousin who had, according to the letter, been waiting fourteen years for exactly this opportunity.

Eleanor set the letter on the counter beside her cold coffee and looked out the window at the Edinburgh drizzle. She was thirty years old. She was a structural assessor for a property firm, which meant she spent her days telling people what was wrong with the buildings they loved. She was good at it. She did not believe in fate or curses or the significance of autumn moons.

She believed in load-bearing walls and dry rot and the particular exhaustion of grief that came from losing the last person who had known you since birth.

Her grandmother had not been a warm woman. She had been angular and particular, a woman of silences that meant more than her words. Eleanor had visited twice as a child—once at seven, once at eleven—and both times she had come home feeling that Rosegrave Manor was a place that did not want to be known. The gardens were too dark. The corridors were too long. The roses that covered the outer walls bloomed at the wrong time of year.

She had not visited since.

But she had also not asked why her grandmother had lived alone in that enormous house for forty years, or why she had never spoken of the estate's history, or why she had kept, in a locked drawer Eleanor had discovered only after the funeral, a leather journal filled with dates and warnings in handwriting that grew increasingly desperate toward the final entries.

Eleanor had read the journal on the train back from the funeral. She had told herself she was imagining the urgency in those pages. She had told herself the references to a sleeping curse were the product of an old woman's declining mind.

She had been lying to herself since Tuesday.

Rosegrave Manor was eleven hours by train and then a hired car across moorland that grew darker the farther north she drove. Eleanor arrived in the early evening of a Thursday in late September, when the light was already failing and the hills had turned the colour of old rust. The road narrowed. The hedgerows pressed close. And then the gates appeared—iron, twice her height, choked with rose canes that had gone brown and thorned with autumn.

They were standing open.

Eleanor pulled the car to a stop and sat looking at them. In her grandmother's journal, the last entry had read: *The gates open on their own now. I no longer understand what that means. I used to think it was welcoming. I am no longer certain.*

She drove through.

The house materialized from the dusk as though it had been waiting specifically for her arrival: a great grey mass of stone and mullioned windows, three storeys of Victorian Gothic with a tower at the east end that she had not remembered from childhood. The grounds were extensive—lawns gone long and silvered, rose gardens that stretched toward a dark wood, stone paths half-swallowed by creeping growth. The roses were everywhere. Even in autumn, their canes covered every wall and archway, dormant but enormous, thick as a man's wrist in places, their thorns catching the last of the light.

Eleanor had assessed hundreds of properties. She knew how to look at a building with professional detachment—to see its bones, not its atmosphere. But standing in the drive with her single bag at her feet and the manor looming in the fading light, she felt something she had no professional category for.

The house looked like it was breathing.

She told herself it was the wind moving through the rose canes. She collected her bag and walked to the front door.

It opened before she touched it.

Not dramatically—it didn't swing wide or creak upon its hinges. It simply opened, as though someone on the other side had been watching for her shadow and had stepped back to admit her. Eleanor stood in the doorway and looked into the entrance hall: flagstone floors, a staircase of dark oak, and at the far end, a corridor that disappeared into shadow.

And a man.

He was standing at the corridor's entrance with his arms at his sides, watching her. He was tall, perhaps mid-thirties, with dark hair and the careful posture of someone who had trained himself not to take up more space than necessary. He wore a grey wool jumper and dark trousers and he was carrying a candle, which was unusual enough that Eleanor fixed on it before she looked at his face.

The candlelight did something specific to him: lit the planes of his face from below, cast the rest into the shadow of the corridor behind him, made him look like something out of the manor's history rather than its present. She had the sudden, involuntary impression of a man who had been waiting in this house for a very long time and had learned to be still about it.

His face was not unkind. But it was closed—the face of a man who had decided, long ago, that openness was a form of exposure he could not afford.

"Miss Rosegrave," he said. His voice was low and deliberate. "I wasn't certain you would come."

"I almost didn't," she said. "Who are you?"

"Sebastian Thorne." He didn't move toward her. He let the name settle in the space between them. "I've been researching the manor for four years. Your grandmother permitted me to work in the library. I was—I am sorry for your loss."

Eleanor considered him. The candle. The open door. The careful way he held himself still, as though sudden movement might startle her into leaving.

"The library," she said. "Does that mean you're living here?"

"There is a caretaker's cottage on the grounds." A pause. "I hope that isn't—"

"If you know the house, you can help me assess it before I sell."

Something moved in his expression—not relief. Something that looked, briefly, like grief.

"Yes," he said. "I can help with that."

He turned and walked down the corridor ahead of her, and Eleanor followed, because there was nowhere else to go and because the door had already closed behind her, and because somewhere deep in the structure of the manor—below the floors, behind the walls—she could have sworn she heard the faint, sourceless sound of music.

She told herself it was the pipes.

She did not believe herself.
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Chapter 2: The First Night
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The kitchen was the warmest room in the manor, and Eleanor was grateful for it.

Sebastian Thorne had produced soup and set it on the old range. He moved around the kitchen with the ease of someone who had been using it for years—considerably more domestic than the word "library" suggested.

She sat on a wooden stool with her coat still on and watched him.

"How did you come to be here?" she asked.

He set two bowls on the scrubbed table. "I wrote to your grandmother. I was researching generational hauntings—architectural spaces with documented anomalous histories. Rosegrave Manor appeared in five separate nineteenth-century accounts. She wrote back and said if I was serious, I should come in person and she'd decide whether to trust me."

"It took three visits," he added. The ghost of something crossed his face. "She was not a woman who trusted easily."

She ate her soup. It was good—better than she had expected from a man who claimed to be a historian and not a cook. Outside, the wind had risen. The windows of the kitchen were old and their fittings loose, and the sound they made in a gale was somewhere between a sigh and a complaint.

"There are twelve bedrooms," Sebastian said. "The east wing is colder. I'd suggest the room at the top of the main stairs—it has working radiators."

"You've mapped the place."

"Thoroughly."

"And what have you found?" She watched his face. "In four years of research."

"Enough to know that you should not be here on the night of the full moon," he said. "It falls in eleven days. After that—sell it, give it away, do what you like. But you should not be inside this house on that night."

Eleanor set down her spoon. "My grandmother's journal mentioned a sleeping curse."

His jaw tightened. Just fractionally. "Did she elaborate?"

"Dates. Names. A description of a night she called 'the sleeping.'" Eleanor met his eyes. "She wrote that two people she had tried to help had not returned after one of those nights."

"Three," Sebastian said. "She would have written three, by the end."

The kitchen went very still. Eleanor heard the wind, and below the wind, nothing—a nothing that was too complete, too deliberate, as though the house were holding its breath.

"Tell me," she said.

He told her.

Not everything—she understood that later. But enough. Once a year, on the autumn full moon, Rosegrave Manor fell into a sleep that was not sleep. The house became something else. Anyone inside it entered a state that witnesses who had survived it described variously as dreaming, as displacement, as a door that opened somewhere else. Some returned at dawn. Some did not. The roses bloomed that night only—silver-petalled, luminous, impossible in October.

It had been happening for as long as anyone had recorded it. Which was, Sebastian said carefully, considerably longer than the current house had stood.

"The current house," Eleanor repeated.

"There was a structure here before. Much older. The foundation stones are still visible in the cellar."

"And you're telling me this because—"

"Because you are a Rosegrave." He said it without drama, but the weight of it was there. "Because whatever this is, it is connected to your family. And because your grandmother spent forty years trying to understand it and was not able to, and I have been here for four years, and I am—" He stopped. Picked up his bowl. Set it down again. "I don't want another person to disappear inside this house because they didn't know what they were walking into."

Another person.

"You've lost someone," Eleanor said. "In the sleeping."

He looked at the table. "My research assistant. Two years ago." A beat. "She was twenty-four."

The candle he had placed in the middle of the table—there were no overhead lights in the kitchen, she noticed, though there were fixtures—flickered in the draught from the window. Eleanor watched his face in the candlelight. He wasn't performing grief. He was carrying it the way practical people carried it, pressed flat and load-bearing beneath everything else.

"I'm not leaving until I understand what I've inherited," she said. "That's due diligence."

He raised his eyes to hers. In the uneven light they were darker than she had expected—a deep brown that gave nothing back.

"That's what concerns me," he said.

Eleanor stood and collected her bowl. "In the morning, show me the library."

He nodded. And then, because she was already at the door and he seemed to be a man who only said things once: "Lock your bedroom door. Not because of me. Because of the doors—they move at night. The architecture of this house is not entirely stable. If you open a door expecting a corridor and find a room that shouldn't be there—close it. Do not go in."

Eleanor looked at him for a long moment. A cold practical part of her—the structural assessor—was cataloguing this as delusion or theatrical elaboration. The rest of her was remembering that the front door had opened before she touched it.

"Good night, Mr. Thorne," she said.

"Good night, Miss Rosegrave."

She climbed the stairs with her candle and found the room he had indicated: rose-papered walls, a brass bed, radiators that clanked and hissed their warmth into the cold air. She locked the door as instructed.

She lay in the dark and listened to the manor settle around her. She thought, with more attention than she intended to give it, about the man in the caretaker's cottage—his careful stillness, the way he had looked at her from the base of the corridor with that expression she couldn't name. She had assessed hundreds of buildings. She had never met anyone who looked quite so much like one.

Somewhere, very far away, a clock struck an hour she could not count.

And then she heard the music—just a few bars of something slow and minor, as though someone were playing piano at the far end of a very long corridor.

She lay still and listened until it stopped.

Then she got up, found her grandmother's journal in her bag, and read it again from the beginning, this time looking for the name Sebastian Thorne.

She found it on page forty-seven, in an entry three years old: *The historian has come back. He is more careful than he was before. He does not speak of Clara unless I ask. I think he blames himself. I think he is right to, but not for the reason he believes.*

Eleanor put the journal down.

The manor was quiet around her—not the ordinary quiet of an empty house, but something denser, more intentional, as though the walls were listening. She thought of him in the cottage across the grounds: the candlelit library, the four years of careful work, the grief he carried like a man who had gotten very good at it. She thought about the door opening before she touched it, and the music that came from below her feet, and the white rose she could have sworn she had seen three storeys up through the dark.

She looked at the window.

The rose was there. Pressed against the pane. In late September. In the dark.
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Chapter 3: The Library
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The library occupied the entire east wing of the manor's ground floor and smelled of paper and damp stone and something floral that Eleanor couldn't identify until she noticed the rose petals pressed between the leaves of half the volumes on the shelves.

They were old petals—brown and papery—but the smell persisted. Sweet and cold, like flowers in a room where someone had died.

Sebastian was already there when she arrived at eight in the morning. He had been there for some time, she judged: two candles burned low in their holders, a pot of tea sat half-finished on the reading table, and he was standing at the far end of the room with his back to her, examining a document spread on a wooden stand.

He heard her come in—she was certain of it—but he did not turn immediately. He took a moment, as though he needed to compose himself before facing the day. Or before facing her.

"Miss Rosegrave."

"Good morning." She looked around the room. The shelves ran floor to ceiling and were crammed with volumes in half a dozen languages. A rolling library ladder leaned against the far wall. Three reading tables occupied the centre, each scattered with papers and notebooks and the kind of scholarly debris that accumulates over years rather than months. Sebastian Thorne had not been camping in this library. He had been living in it.

"How much do you actually know?" she asked.

He turned then. He was
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